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Plagued By God 
Readings  Exodus 7, Acts 4:23-21; John 14:8-11 

 
The Plagues of Egypt.  I wonder what image they bring to your mind.  It is easy to 

think of them as an interesting piece of Bible trivia, a list that while not as important as 
the 10 Commandments would be impressive to be able to list off in order.  The sort of 
thing that you could have as your specialist subject in Mastermind.  “Your specialist 
subject is the plagues of Egypt and your time starts now.  What was the 4th plague.?”  
Ah snakes, boils, frogs.  The answer is actually flies. 

But plagues are anything but trivial.  Not only do they bring Egypt, the 
superpower of the day to ruin, they plague us with questions about the nature and reality 
of God and our own response to him, for the plagues impress on us of the awesome 
nature of our God and the awful consequences of setting our hearts against this God. 

OVERVIEW OF THE PLAGUES 

The stories of the plagues start with Moses and Aaron rather surprisingly doing 
exactly what they are told (7:6) and taking a message to Pharaoh to let go free those 
whom God describes as “my hosts, my people the children of Israel” or the land of Egypt 
will suffer “mighty acts of judgement.” (7:4)  There is demonstration of power with the 
rival staff turning in to duelling snakes which acts as prelude for what is to happen. 

For the next 5 chapters these acts are described in a highly structured way with 3 
groups of 3 plagues: water to blood, frogs and gnats; then flies, death of livestock and 
boils, then hail, locusts and darkness.  In each group with the first 2 there is a warning 
but not in the third.  From the second set of three it is clear that the people of Israel are 
being treated differently.  Intertwined are fiery debates between Moses and Pharaoh, 
and comments on the state of Pharaohs heart  All this leads to the warning of the final 
plague of the death of the firstborn. 

DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

There is much more to consider than we are able, but one way to consider the 
material is to look at the characters.  As in all good stories there are goodies and badies. 

Good guys 
Of the goodies we have Aaron.  He doesn’t really do much except what he is told 

and as the story progresses he is completely overshadowed by his younger brother, 
Moses.  It is interesting to read through this section and see how Moses grows in stature 
from the complaining and uncertain man of chapter 6 to a respected leader. 

Baddies 
But as in so many stories the baddies are far more interesting.  There are the 

Egyptian magicians who rather worryingly perform copy cat wonders as the plagues 
start.  Their occult power may concern us that they are the original Disney cartoon 
bumbling bad guys.  Yes they can do tricks with staffs and repeat the water to blood 
number but it is not at all certain that producing more frogs is of much use to Pharaoh, in 
fact it leads him to plead with Moses to take the frogs.  By the plague of gnats the 
magicians realise they have been outgunned, and realise that these plagues are the 
work of God (8:19).  They know who they are up against and bow out.  They make one 
last appearance, or to be more precise, a lack of appearance, due to their appearance, 
too embarrassed to stand before Moses covered in boils. (9:10)  

There are other servants who start to pay attention to this God who Moses is 
talking about and move their staff and livestock to safety and who plead with Pharaoh to 
stop the ruination of the land. 
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Then there is Pharaoh, arrogant, scheming, deceitful, conniving, changeable, 
stubborn Pharaoh.  It would be easy to see the story of the plagues as a struggle 
between the two great figures, Pharaoh and Moses, and many movies and books have 
done so.  But it is clear in reading closely that this is not a story of “Pharaoh versus 
Moses” but “Pharaoh versus the Lord”, of the man who acts like a god and true God of 
all the earth. 

‘THERE IS NO ONE LIKE ME IN ALL THE EARTH” 

That God is the main protagonist is made very clear in the very stylised way that 
the stories are told.  Each plague starts with the Lord saying to Moses “Go to Pharaoh”, 
or telling Moses what is about to happen. 

The plagues, as they are presented in Exodus, are a demonstration of God’s 
power, a patent display of God’s might.  Many scholars and TV documentaries have 
tried to explain the plagues in naturalistic terms.  This is not a surprise to us as the text 
does the same, it is an east wind that gets rid of the locusts. The story is not particularly 
interested in how these things happen but in who is behind them.  Repeatedly and 
pointedly it is clear that plagues start and in four cases end at God’s command.  God is 
firmly in charge! 

In fact we are told that this is the reason for the plagues, as the first plague starts 
God says that by this action Pharaoh will know he is the Lord (7:17). Before the last and 
most destructive round of 3 plagues the Lord says they are “so you may know that there 
is no-one like me in all the earth. For by now I could have stretched out my hand and 
struck you and your people with a plague that would have wiped you off the earth. But I 
have raised you up for this very purpose, that I might show you my power and that my 
name might be proclaimed in all the earth.” (9:13-16, NIV). 

The plagues are a demonstration of how powerful God is. Pharaoh has to learn, 
he is not in control.  By his rebellion he is only helping to establish the might of God.  
Even the mighty Pharaoh discovers that it is foolish and ultimately disastrous to not 
submit to the true God of all the earth.   

The True God of all the earth 
A major lesson of the Plagues then is to recognise the awesome power of God.  

It may be good for us to remember as we meet and as we pray, who it is we are dealing 
with, we are worshipping this God.  This is not something that we should treat lightly.  
Do you ever think about this, or have you domesticated God? 

As this story is told, God triumphs various perceived rivals. Egyptians regarded 
the Nile as a god, well the Lord poured cold water on that idea.  The Egyptians chief god 
was the Sun, well the darkness made light of that idea.  The Egyptians thought of 
Pharaoh exalted as a god, well he is brought low.  God has taken on the so called god’s 
of Egypt and triumphed, he is the only true God, there is none like him in all the earth or 
indeed the universe. 

And we have the even greater demonstration of this awesome power in the 
raising of Jesus from the dead, the ultimate demonstration of God’s power and truth.  
There is no other God like our God, he is the true God of all the earth.  Other gods 
people may conceive of do not raise the dead.  As Jesus says if we don’t believe his 
words we should look to the mighty works.  We can be confident of this and confidently 
proclaim so that the Lord will be known in all the earth. 

The story of the plagues however, also issues a call to submit to this great God, 
for as for Pharaoh, so for all, it is foolish and ultimately disastrous to not submit to the 
true God of all the earth.  There is a price to be paid for rebellion against God.  The idea 
of the judgement of God is not one that we like to think of but it is unavoidable here. 

This may not be a comfortable truth in our pluralist and syncretistic society but it 
is the truth. 
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A God of Mercy? 
But we may be plagued by the idea of whether this is the same God that we see 

in the New Testament 
Firstly we need to remember that the Exodus was not just a matter of God 

showing off, it was to free his people. Seven of the ten plagues begin with God saying to 
Pharaoh “Let my people go.”  While God is acting in judgement on Egypt he is 
simultaneously acting in salvation for Israel, so that people will know he is the mighty 
Lord but he is Israel’s mighty Lord who will save his people with power (cf 10:1-2). 

As we read Exodus we may be more inclined to see things from an Egyptian 
perspective but it is the Israelites who are our spiritual forebears and God mercifully 
saves them from their slavery.  Their God is acting to save them.  Thanks be to God. 

We can also note that the plagues increase in severity as they go along.  They 
start off being a matter of inconvenience, the river of blood, the frogs and the gnats and 
flies.  Things become more serious with the death of livestock, and personal with the 
boils.  The hail and the locusts spell economic ruin for the nation, the darkness 
foreshadows the deaths that will follow.  Also, in most cases a way out is given, submit 
and let the people go and the plagues will stop.  There is mercy then in the way that 
God is acting here, both towards the Israelites and in the way that he treats the 
Egyptians.   

We must also remember that the New Testament in no way diminishes the 
consequences of being in rebellion against the Lord, there is a price to be paid.  Some 
of the best loved passages in the Bible, that speak of God’s mercy and love such as 
John 3 “God so loved the world…”  and Revelation 21 “he will wipe every tear from their 
eyes…” also contain fearsome descriptions of what happens to those who refuse to 
submit to him, condemnation and punishment.   

The difference between the Old Testament and the New is not a different God but 
rather, we have a clearer view of God.  It is not that the judgement of God is no longer 
there, but rather we see that God has been willing, in Jesus, in his great mercy, to take 
the price of that rebellion on himself.  He does not afflict others, he afflicts his own son.  
The good news of the gospel, is that the bad news has been dealt with for those who 
are in Christ.  The price of our rebellion has been paid.  We are called to acknowledge 
the reality of God. 

HARDENING OF HEARTS 

God then is the powerful true God of all the earth, who acts in mercy to save his 
people but will judge those who do not submit to him.  But we may also be plagued with 
questions about Pharaoh who himself was plagued by God. 

What is his response to his growing knowledge of this God?  His heart is 
hardened, he turns away.  He makes some concessions, he makes a couple of bargains 
but ultimately he rejects God.  Rather than submitting to God he hardens his heart.  
Rather worryingly we are told that the Lord hardens Pharaoh’s heart. We should note 
however that is only after the sixth plague, that we are told that the Lord hardened his 
heart, the Lord only hardens the heart of a man who has already hardened his own 
heart on numerous occasions.  God is sovereign but Pharaoh is responsible. 

Hardening your heart against this God is obviously a foolish thing to do, we can 
see it clearly in this story, but unfortunately it is all too common.  We do not have 
plagues of judgement as happened in Egypt but Romans 1 tells us that the 
consequences of sin, as they are played out in human life are a form of God’s 
judgement. 

So many things should bring us to change, the mess we have made of our world 
environmentally, politically, economically, relationally should bring people back to the 
true God but they don’t, they harden their hearts.  Some may come back, it is interesting 
one of the biggest services I have been involved in was the Sunday after the Bali 
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bombing.  Tragedies.  All sorts of things can and should soften our hearts to the reality 
of God, but they harden up so quickly. 

 It is worth thinking how hardships affect your relationship with God, bring you 
before him or estrange you from him.  For perhaps the most alarming aspect of this 
language of hardening of hearts is that it is usually used as a warning to God’s own 
people.  In Ps 95 “do not harden your hearts as your fathers did in the wilderness.”  We 
pray each week for God to work on our hearts, they are open before God, we pray for 
God to cleanse them but if they are hard this prayer cannot be answered. 

The story of Pharaoh reminds us forcibly of the stubbornness of the human heart, 
or its refusal to follow God.  May our hearts always be soft towards the God who has 
done so much to save us, and has loved us so much he has acted in power to save his 
people, and calls us his children and redeemed us, so that we should not be plagued by 
fear, insecurity, but rather know hope and joy. 

It is remembering the love of God for us that will keep our hearts loving and soft 
towards God. 


